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However, since the 1980s, there has been a substantial decline of shop stewards/workplace union representatives in UK workplaces (Charlwood and Forth 2008) as well as a reduction in their workplace role and duties (Kersley et al. 2006 ).
This has led to suggestions that any associations of shop stewards are, in this context, very unlikely to be able to help in the revival of the UK labour movement. Darlington (2010:129) has suggested, for example, that the long and ongoing economic crisis has accentuated an 'atrophy of organization '. Furthermore, McIlroy and Daniels (2009) argue that workplace union representatives have had their role 'decisively debilitated'. Nevertheless, Darlington and others (Cohen 2006) still suggest that there is potential for the development of workplace shop stewards' organisation as a central component in a revival in rank and file activity.
Revival cannot occur in a vacuum and earlier periods of shop steward militancy have been linked with a broader trade union revival that is not yet present today. Having said that, some social movement theorists have argued for the continuing significance of collective organisation and action (Melucci 1989) whilst others have seen evidence of revitalised organisation through their analysis of activism (McBride and Stirling 2013; Upchurch et.al. 2008) . However, as Fantasia and Stepan-Norris argue (2004) , the labour movement has been neglected in much analysis of social movements more generally and, while this is not our central concern here, we would concur with their argument on the importance of distinguishing between more institutional, non-social movement structures and militant and dissident actions such 2 as might be seen in a shop stewards' movement. Others adopting a 'social movement' approach to trade unionism that is rooted in a Marxist, collectivist framework, such as Moody (1997) , also highlight the importance of rank and file activity and shop steward, workplace organisation. There remains, however, a critical distinction between a movement that engages with other social forces and a network of communications that might support and enhance such a movement.
Nevertheless, there has been considerable interest in social movement theory, the labour movement and well beyond, in linking the development of social networking and the internet with social movements more generally.
Indeed, some authors have suggested that the introduction of the internet has the capability to help accelerate the process of regenerating rank and file action. Bimber (1998) refers to this as 'accelerated pluralism' arguing that the internet and its efficient "…communication and information flow will lower the obstacles to grassroots mobilization and organization…" (p156). He argues that there is good reason to believe that the internet will contribute to the decentralisation of control. However, as Hogan et al (2010:30) 
note, "…these new electronic possibilities for the promotion of solidarity remain under-researched".
Certainly, there has been a proliferation of a range of new material that has focused on the potential of ICT for the reinvigoration of trade unions (for example, Diamond and Freeman 2002 , Lee 1997 , Robinson 2009 , Wood 2009 ). However, much of this is directly focused on the trade unions and their traditional, bureaucratic, top down information and communication models, as opposed to a revival and reinvigoration from below, independent of existing trade union structures. Furthermore, and a key point of this article, a major focus has also been on the effect on membership 'participation' from a vertical and virtual perspective (see also Martinez Lucio et. al. 2009 ), as opposed to horizontal and physical membership participation. Additionally, there is little consideration of more dynamic elements such as the interaction and organising of trade union activists from different unions across different sectors and regions that was a characteristic of earlier historical periods. There is also a tendency in the literature to focus on issues of decision making, participation and internal relations that are simplistic and apolitical (Martinez Lucio 2003) and broader politics are rarely discussed in these narratives (Martinez Lucio et. al. 2009 ).
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This article provides empirical evidence of the recent development of an independent, national network of shop stewards -The National Shop Stewards Network (NSSN) -and attempts to provide a contribution to these missing elements within the literature. The NSSN's initial aim was to rebuild a shop stewards movement akin to those organised historically and this article assesses the possibilities of this in a 'virtual world' and in relation to real world engagement. What is seen as important in the network is that it offers a space for shop stewards to make contact and communicate across different unions, localities and regions. This is something that has declined and is not facilitated in current union organisational structures with, for example, the replacement of geographical branches with workplace branches.
More importantly, the network is independent, although supported by some trade unions, and this has the potential to open up debates and allow participating shop steward members to freely articulate their views. As will become clear, however, this independence has not halted conflict with official trade union bureaucracies. The network allows for horizontal participation of the entire membership and this, together with the free articulation necessarily brings broader politics into debates as was characteristic of earlier shop stewards movements.
Our analysis raises a number of questions. At the most general level this is whether a network might also be a movement or, at least, how might a network contribute to such a movement? Our discussion of earlier shop stewards movements also suggests a number of further issues that are likely to recur in any attempt at an independent national shop steward network and these focus on the internal relationships with official trade union organisation and the external relationships with socialist political parties. Finally, the efficacy of horizontal engagement as opposed to a more traditional 'vertical' participation in trade union structures is explored empirically. With these questions in mind, the article will begin by identifying the recurring issues that might derive from an analysis of two earlier periods of heightened shop steward activity. Secondly, we will explore the literature relating to the internet, trade unions and the labour movement. After outlining the research methodology the evidence to assess the significance of rebuilding an effective and active shop stewards movement that can go beyond the virtual world and provide more than a sophisticated communications system is analysed.
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A shop stewards 'movement'?
In order to develop a clearer conceptual understanding of the characteristics and tensions evident in our analysis of the NSSN it is useful to review analytically the significance of previous periods of trade union activity in which shop stewards have figured prominently both theoretically and in practice. In doing so focus is placed on two key periods of activity in the first two decades of the twentieth century and the 1960s and 1970s, not to provide an historical account but to highlight areas of argument that prefigure debates in relation to the NSSN. In both these periods workplace trade union representatives or shop stewards played significant roles in the organisational and political development of trade unions and, in doing so, became the focus of analysis themselves. More specifically, the interplay of relationships between workplace trade union organisation, shop stewards, national trade union leaderships and the politics of socialist and communist political parties became crucial.
Analytically, the shop steward has commonly been placed at the centre of a web of connections in relation to management, their members, their trade union hierarchy and, less commonly but significantly, in relation to external political organisations whether they be social democratic or revolutionary socialist. That series of connections and, particularly the role of articulator of workplace grievances has also led to shop stewards being regarded as potentially powerful individuals. That power being delivered by a supposed or real ability to organise strikes and close workplaces sometimes in spite of the 'official' trade union position. What follows necessarily focuses on the dynamics of the relationships between shop stewards within their unions and in their potential political relationships and a neglect of the relationship with management. However, it is important to stress the significance of that underlying point as, for arguments rooted in Marxism in particular, it is the key relationship between capital and labour expressed at the workplace which is significant in the focus on the shop steward as a potentially powerful individual. That this relationship can just as easily lead to 'moderation' as 'militancy' was expressed clearly in the first two decades of the century and repeated in the second historical period identified in this article (for contrasting views of the latter see, for example, Blackburn & Cockburn 1967 and Wigham 1961) .
The shop steward as the servant of two masters is graphically described by Hyman (1975) Leaving this relationship to one side however, does not remove us from more theoretical and practical questions about the capitalist workplace itself. Again, both the periods identified have an encompassing common issue, what can loosely be described as 'workers' control'. In the earlier period this is associated with syndicalist arguments (see Hinton, 1973 and Holton 1976) and, as Davis (2009, p.120) Guild socialism as advocated by G.D. H Cole (1972 H Cole ( & 1973 provided an intellectual gloss to the argument for trade union reorganisation and the significance of the workshop as a locus of control as against a more bureaucratic state control of industry.
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Our second period sees a re-emergence of these debates both through the Institute for Workers' Control and the advocacy of Ken Coates and Tony Topham (see 1968 for an historical overview and 1972 for the then current debate). This was followed at the end of the period by ideas of workers' plans epitomised by that at Lucas Aerospace but followed elsewhere with the support of a network of trade union resource centres (see, for example, Beynon & Wainwright, 1979 and Elliott, 1982) .
In each of these examples from the different periods it is the shop steward that is central to the development of the political project representing, as they did, rank and file workers and also as the source of a potentially disruptive power. The final point is the internal relationship between the shop steward and the union hierarchy. Again we find arguments in both theory and practice and a particular location within a Marxist frame of reference. Hyman (1971) focuses his theoretical analysis on Michel's 'iron law of oligarchy' and the potential for the bureaucratisation of trade unions but is careful to note that the 'law' is:
'…subject to important constraints. Attempts to extend the process of incorporation do meet significant obstacles to success. To this extent, the 'optimistic' interpretation of trade unionism cannot be rejected outright' (p.37, author's emphasis).
In the earlier of the two periods under consideration, major developments can be seen in trade union action at the workplace, and in the organisation of strikes and disputes that challenge the leadership of trade unions and led to the establishment of new organisational forms with a strongly political dimension as Murphy's (1972) review of the period shows in relation to the engineering industry and the impact of the Russian revolution. Cole (1972) picks up the more general argument from Liberal and Labour politicians on this 'revolt against trade unionism' and comments on the 'growing conflict between the leaders and the rank and file' (p.55). Alongside these internal conflicts, shop stewards sought to extend their organisation and struggles to other workplaces and build rank and file organisation that was independent of the official union leadership and, unsurprisingly, brought conflict with it. Murphy (1972), 7 for example, describes the process in engineering in Sheffield (see also Frow and Frow, 1982) . In such a brief comparison of two periods of intense shop steward activity it is not possible to analyse the detail of the economic and political environment in which trade unions found themselves and, indeed, sought to shape. It is clear that both periods saw spurts of membership growth and were characterised by high levels of militancy and industrial action. They differed in that the early period had roots in craft unionism and the engineering sector whilst such differences were overlaid by 'semiskilled' work across a broad spectrum of industries and a growing engagement with the public sector in the second period. Nevertheless, sectionalism remained a characteristic of trade union activity and the significance of socialist politics was central in providing a class-based approach that emphasised unity and solidarity in action across such boundaries.
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We can now draw together these different threads across the two examples as important for underpinning an analysis at any attempt to generate a 'new' trade unionism based on a regenerated shop steward movement. In doing so, four areas of attention are noted. Firstly, shop stewards movements have provided a basis for solidarity between potentially isolated activists. The simple experience of knowing that others face the same problems and have similar strategies for responding is the start of the development of a movement. Secondly, and building from that first shared experience, is the development of collective solidarities beyond individual workplaces. Thirdly, there is the challenge that a shop steward focussed and independent movement is likely to provide to existing trade union leaders. Fourthly, there is an inevitable engagement with socialist politics and political parties which see the workplace as reflecting the key engagement with capitalism and a powerful shop steward organisation as central to 'the struggle'.
As will become clear from the empirical data, each of these areas are central to an understanding of the issues that will occur in relation to developing the NSSN. It is also clear that there will be important differences with the earlier periods of activity.
For example, the composition of the trade union movement has changed significantly with women now the majority membership and the public sector dominating trade union organisation. Ideas of workers' control, never dominant but often influential, have become more or less non-existent in an articulated way although, for example, debates about targets and their setting in the public sector are precisely concerned with that issue. Trade union consolidation has continued through mergers so that there is an even smaller cohort open for individuals to join as well as a small group dominating policy making within the TUC. Atypical and migrant workers have become important sectors of the workforce with their particular challenges for organising and a range of grievances in relation to job security and employment rights. Such differences from past experiences will set new agendas for any new shop steward network and will inevitably shape strategies and organisational forms.
Finally and most obviously, but importantly for the discussion here, the medium for communication has changed dramatically. 
Trade unionism, the labour movement and the internet
The internet and social networking has become the focus for wide ranging debates about its significance in developing and facilitating social movement actions. Our discussion here is on the specific engagement of the labour movement in the UK with the internet and this became particularly focussed fpllowing the publication of Eric Lee's book (1997) In recent years, unions have also started to make more use of social media and social networking (Wood 2009 ). The TUC and individual unions have created closed communities for UK union representatives with site featuring things such as themed bulletin boards, personal profile pages and private messaging as well as "friending" system to follow other contributors. Greene et al. (2003) have argued that such technologies and sites have the potential to reduce the distance between the rank and file and union bureaucracy but suggest that the hierarchical channels of communication can reinforce existing power relationships.
Although strategies such as these can be perceived positively, this article concurs with Heery et al. (2000) , that this can also be regarded as another form of 'managed activism' by the unions, which maintain ultimate control over the sites. Members may be cautious as to what they post and, as Martinez Lucio (2003) points out, they can also reflect the durability of existing social and political constraints which can limit areas of activity. Fitzgerald et al (2012) also discovered that some trade unions have closed down online discussions that they felt were producing perspectives that challenged their union democracy. Therefore, the question must be raised as to how far member and worker 'participation' can go on these websites.
In contrast to this 'official' approach to the internet more informal sites grow and decline around particular disputes. It is suggested that these sites do not develop any further, not because they were controversial or weak, but due to their major focus being on single and limited actions. We would also argue that such sites are significant as they demonstrate independent worker attempts to actively organise and mobilise other workers to create solidarity. These sites represent workers who were clearly committed to tackling a particular cause of injustice that was important to them Whether the sites are official and ongoing or unofficial and short lived a critical question of active engagement and participation remains.
Much of the literature views 'participation' as simply members participating in website bulletin boards or even simply accessing the union website online. Furthermore, it tends to focus only on vertical and virtual participation and there is much less on the horizontal and/or physical participation that may develop. There is also a distinct lack of any empirical data relating to union members articulating their independent views on union websites although this raises further issues. For example, as Hyman (2007) suggests, the most active participants on website message boards tend to be '…self selected advocates of a distinctive agenda ' (p.206) .
It s also the case that individuals might retreat into unreality of the virtual realm at the expense of 'real' social contact (Kraut et al. 1998) . Indeed, Robinson (2009) demonstrates how trade unionists have used 'virtual spaces' in an attempt to create a place to support a range of labour activities. Yet, Bimber (1998) , based on a US analysis of 'real' groups, claims that the internet is accelerating the process of issue groups formation and action. He refers to this as a model of 'accelerated pluralism' and argues that there is good reason to believe that the internet will contribute to the decentralisation of control. Ward and Lusoli (2002:2) However, in spite of its own desire, endorsed at its Steering Committee that 'No one political party should dominate' ... the fear is that there are going to be 5 (political party) members running the committee, [and] that will not happen' (Minutes of NSSN Steering Committee 21.07.07). The NSSN also asserted that it would not interfere in internal trade union business, but seek to strengthen confidence, democracy and accountability at all levels of all trade unions. Again, as can be seen from historical examples, these attempts to remain independent of socialist political debate and formal trade union organisation were bound to be challenging if the network was to be a movement or at least part of one and we return to this in the empirical evidence and the conclusion.
In terms of the methodology, the NSSN was initially investigated for this research through Facebook. Initially, one of the authors became a participant observer in the group and analysed the communications distributed amongst network members.
Access for research interviews was granted through the national steering committee and as key organisers were contacted this snowballed into a larger cohort of respondents.
The focus then moved to examining both the physical and virtual around the UK. Inevitably, those most likely to respond will be more actively engaged with the Network and, although this may introduce some over estimation of activity it was important to focus on those who might be more interested in the network as part of a broader movement. Anonymity was also assured as 13 participation can, as can be observed below, raise internal trade union issues and pseudonyms are used where necessary.
Beyond networking?
The NSSN has its own dedicated national website and produces weekly bulletins to all members via the email list with updates of crucial issues uploaded almost daily.
The offshoot regional networks have their own websites running alongside the main site with more local information for their members. Through in depth searching of the various websites and email correspondence, it was found that much information has a 'collective' dimension and consists of information relating to various campaigns, protests and events. Membership participation is encouraged, with requests to join discussions on particular issues that are open to everyone, as well as requests for members to become physically involved in many of the advertised campaigns and regional meetings. Information on how these campaigns will be organised is extremely thorough and helpful for any isolated individual who desires to participate. Some regions have created their own banners that they now use when attending campaigns, marches or trade union events.
There is also an 'individual' dimension to the network's correspondence, particularly relating to specific workplace issues. For instance, in the open requests by individual shop stewards to others asking for advice on a problem they are experiencing at their workplace. There is also a handbook on legislation and advice before taking strike action produced for individual shop stewards entitled 'Going on Strike' . Individual members are informed of the location of picket lines for specific disputes and asked to show their support by either sending messages or attending.
There is, therefore, a plethora of information that is communicated across the network that many shop stewards may not ordinarily have access to even if they do not have the time or resources to attend any of these events. However, they will not be entirely excluded due to this, for minutes of meetings from different regional networks are communicated and shared with the whole community. Further, after specific events or strike action, individual blogs are regularly posted online describing the outcomes, attendance and shared stories. From the email 14 correspondence and NSSN websites there is much evidence of organising and mobilising horizontally between network members, both virtually and physically. A quantitative assessment is not possible given the range and scope of opportunities for participation but it is clear that the NSSN has gone well beyond an online communication network. In assessing why that is the case we need now to turn to the data from the questionnaire returns and begin with the reasons that individuals might engage with the NSSN.
Members' perceptions of the NSSN
It is clear that a number of levels of engagement can be developed which we use to classify three types of network member. Firstly, the 'passive user' who rarely if ever, posts information but rather uses the network as a resource for information and ideas -in a 'surveillance society' such users might even be hostile to the aims of the network or at least unconvinced of the arguments pursued. Secondly, is the 'active engager' who also uses the Network as a resource but may also engage further through sending notices of support, following up on petitions and links or even attending meetings and demonstrations identified in network communications.
Thirdly, the 'active user' is identified who posts information, is engaged in organising network events and seeks to influence and engage directly with others in 'the real world'. Inevitably, this last category is the smallest but it is essential for the continuance and growth of the network and is the catalyst for any engagement between the network and the development of a wider movement. We would also argue that, as the historical analysis suggested, socialist political parties are almost certain to be 'active users' of the network as it provides the opportunity for engagement with activists and the chance to add a political direction to discussions and posts. This is clearly challenging to the networks aim of being non-sectarian and independent. Within this classificatory context the research began with identifying characteristics of NSSN members.
Members were asked how they had initially discovered the network. 44% claimed from 'other members', 16% by a pamphlet or flyer and 5% by an internet search.
Only 3% claimed they had found out about the network through work colleagues or their union convenor. However, 26% did say that they had discovered NSSN from 15 information from their own trade union despite the network being independent of official structures. Network members were also asked why they joined the NSSN The respondents were also asked to indicate how 'active' they were in the network.
There were 157 responses to this question and 50% stated that they 'always' read the networked emails, 34% 'frequently' and 11% 'sometimes'. Thus, the virtual participation in the network appears to be high, although it is acknowledged that this amounts to simply 'reading' the correspondence or being a 'passive user'. There are much lower numbers of respondents who are 'active engagers' and 'write emails to other network members online' or 'contribute to debates and questions online', with the former having 68% of members claiming 'rarely or 'never' and the latter 60% of members. It appears that less members are inclined, or willing, to contribute 'actively' online but, as suggested with the 'active engager' category, there was a more encouraging percentage of members who claimed they attended meetings, with 58% 'sometimes' attending regional meetings, and 18% 'always'. In terms of physically attending campaigns promoted by the NSSN, 87% stated that they 'sometimes' attended, 45% 'frequently' and 15% 'always'. Whilst the sample is, as acknowledged, more likely to represent active users, this is a significant finding that is at least suggestive of an engagement beyond the virtual. It also demonstrates the potential for the emergence of independent trade union structures that could develop alongside official structures and perhaps provide a challenge to them.
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The spread of attendance and diversity of activities tends to differ from region to region with some less organised than others,
'I was a shop steward in North Wales and involved with the founding of the NSSN group there but moved back to Yorkshire where the NSSN is less well organised'.
Certainly, from examining the sites daily, the South West and North East networks are the most communicative and organised online. However, there were some members who claimed that NSSN meetings were not organised in their region or that they were too busy to get physically involved. During fieldwork participation, it was noted that some regions experienced a flurry of intense activity with very well organised and attended regional 'workshop days' held on weekends. These 
For others it was information itself that was important,
Grass roots information from across the movement that I wouldn't normally see.
Information that is hidden from the mass of the population, especially across unions.
Beyond these straightforward 'networking points' can be viewed the emergence of active engagers and active users and the raising of those issues once again from the historical examples. Firstly, the implicit challenges to official union hierarchies:
It gives stewards the opportunity to organise across unions and industries. It does what the trade unions should be doing but they mainly prevent activists
communicating, even in the same union.
How about starting up a new real general workers union? Most of the trades unions are a waste of space and are gravy trains for their leaders who don't give a fig about their members.
Secondly, the potential links between a network and a movement:
It offers the potential to begin mapping and making the Network a real tangible structure -offering horizontal communications between branches
Thus, the physical engagements take on a particular importance: Others reflected the bases of some left wing political parties and this was raised as a concern by some individuals.
It offers me a forum of activists but is often spoilt by sectarianism
Indeed, such answers reflected a range of tensions that were being experienced between the NSSN and one political party and one trade union in particular.
The NSSN and Tensions with Trade Unions and political parties
Many of the interview respondents explained independently that there had been some tensions between one large trade union and the NSSN. While we cannot identify the particular union given our assurances to respondents (and refer to it as ATU) the broader point is the invariable rise of conflict and tensions between official union organisations and rank and file activity such as NSSN represents. This respondent was later disciplined by the union and sacked from their workplace positions. This is reminiscent of the way in which stewards in earlier movements were "...brought within the scope of their union rule books in order to control them" (Goodman and Whittingham 1969:38) and 'recalcitrant members' were expelled from trade unions.
What is also similar to historical movements is political party involvement and, again, the point is an illustrative one and so we continue to maintain individual confidentiality by referring to it as PP. Nonetheless, this dispute led to the resignation of the majority of NSSN officers who
were not in the PP and there was a real concern as to the future of the NSSN.
However, many members simply accepted the argument and were not too concerned that this would threaten the NSSN, Overall, the evidence suggests that despite these political power struggles, the determination of those who still want a thriving and independent shop stewards' network remains strong. Intriguingly, after this dispute, the sites have simply continued as though no dispute had ever occurred. They continue to operate, mobilise and campaign and as one member claimed:
We have nothing we cannot get over.
Conclusion
The decline of trade union membership and workplace organisation has been widely documented (Charlwood & Forth 2008 , Kersley et. al. 2006 but alongside this there has been an engagement with social movement debates (Moody 1997 ) and more positive suggestions for a reinvigoration of trade unionism within whi ch shop 21 stewards have a critical role to play (Cohen 2006 , Darlington 2010 ). As we have argued, this analysis is prefigured by earlier debates in relation to previous historical periods which have also focussed on the centrality of rank and file activity; the interaction between 'official' and 'unofficial' union engagements and vertical and horizontal organisational structures. Some authors (Diamond and Freeman 2002) have suggested that the internet has a critical role to play in regenerating trade union activity from below although we have also suggested that internet activity can just as easily be 'top-down' and controlling and lead to attempts to discourage or exclude union members from engaging with rank and file sites. In particular, they have the potential to pose alternatives to official policies and open up political debates influenced by socialist and communist groups.
We would concur with those authors above in arguing for the significance of workplace organisation and activism as being central to a reactivated trade unionism and agree that such a renewal cannot be wished into place in isolation from broader economic and social changes. We also see the internet as having an important role to play in any trade union regeneration but our analysis of the NSSN also suggests that the internet is not a neutral space to be occupied but a location of conflict and control. The NSSN illustrates this dynamic as the research has shown partial 'official' union support but also active intervention to control membership participation. It has illustrated the continuing significance of horizontal union organising which challenges traditional modes of vertical union organisation and it has illustrated the importance of activism by individuals and the potential support mechanism that a network can provide.
In this context the internet has a potentially crucial role to play. Firstly, it offers the means for speedy communication horizontally across unions and outside traditional vertical trade union structures. Secondly, as well as simply communicating information it can offer a forum for debate and a mechanism for exchanging ideas.
Thirdly, it can provide a support mechanism for shop stewards who may be isolated in their workplace, not getting the help they are looking for from within official union structures or are seeking additional support for their own campaigns or disputes.
Finally, and this is a critical point here, there is the relationship between the 'virtual'
and 'real' worlds if the NSSN is to be anything other than simply another information 22 exchange for trade unionists. In this context the medium must be more than simply the message.
We would argue that five critical points have emerged from the discussion and empirical evidence reviewed here. We also argue that each of these points raise important questions and challenges for the NSSN and that they reflect, in some cases, just those challenges that previous efforts at shop steward organisation have encountered.
Firstly, there is the significance of the NSSN's independence. As with past periods this is an important factor in establishing the credibility of shop steward organisation but also raises questions as to the nature of the relationship with official trade unions. Clearly the NSSN has to engage and it is significant that it has emerged from a nationally recognised union, the RMT, and has national level support from others with General Secretaries and other officials attending conferences and meetings. On the other hand it has found itself, or at least some of its members, in dispute with a leading national union that has provoked some hostility and might dissuade some shop stewards from joining the network.
Secondly, NSSN is a support network. The importance of this is not to be diminished as shop stewards become isolated and continue to face hostile managements.
Particularly, where stewards become engaged in disputes, a support mechanism is not only helpful at a personal level but also in invigorating members: 'we are not alone'. For a genuinely social movement unionism (and shop steward movement) to grow, then support between individuals is essential and the internet has a critical role to play.
Thirdly, movements must be horizontal and cross existing barriers. The two historical movements discussed earlier clearly demonstrated this as workers organised between workplaces and grew from local to national organisations. Again, this is a significant feature of the NSSN that the internet facilitates and is clearly evident through the postings on the site. Furthermore, the regionally based networks offer opportunities for links that don't remain 'virtual' but extend to meetings and events that will also add substance to the second point above. However, it is acknowledged that 'horizontal' communications and engagements are challenging to traditional 23 trade union modes of vertical organising, however, a network cannot be part of a movement without only this activity.
Fourthly, shop stewards movements inevitably engage politically and with socialist political parties, as can be seen historically, and an open network offers such an opportunity. NSSN clearly does not want to avoid political argument and could hardly do so. With public sector unionisation dominating the broader membership, the focus of many disputes is with governments and organising and action is critical within this sector. Beyond that, the NSSN seeks to separate itself from sectarian party politics but, given its workplace base and the central importance of that in socialist politics it is, as we have seen, extremely likely that political groups and parties will seek to be influential within it. Political fissures have undermined past shop steward movements and the strength of left-of-Labour parties is extremely limited but any upsurge in militancy is likely to see the re-emergence of party based politics in the NSSN and it will be interesting to see if it can maintain a non-sectarian political independence.
Finally and bluntly, there is the relationship between the virtual world and the real world if a network is to be part of a movement. In this respect, there is some sense of engagement from our respondents, albeit they are likely to be among the most active NSSN members. It is clear that regional groups have emerged with different levels of activity but have become a focus for meetings and interactions between members.
Banners on marches and demonstrations also provide focal points as does the simple act of travelling together. Physical acts of solidarity deriving from online connections are also an important part of the NSSN's activity and offer further opportunity for real world engagement.
We would argue that the emergence of the NSSN has the potential to play an important part if a new shop stewards movement is to develop. As historical experience shows, it will be faced with significant challenges from within the trade union movement and from political engagement. Nevertheless NSSN has a presence beyond its virtual world networking and is surviving its current challenges.
Perhaps, most straightforwardly, because it is meeting a need and it is a need that is not going away.
